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M. Ali,* G. Riding and W.F. TaitDepartment of Vascular and General Surgery, North Manchester General Hospital, Delaunays Road,
Crumpsall, Manchester M8 5RB, UKWe report a case of superficial thrombophlebitis following air travel when inflight stockings were worn. Stockings could be an
aetiological factor in superficial thrombophlebitis in varicose veins by causing vascular stasis and trauma due to a tourniquet
effect at the top of the stockings.Keywords: Superficial thrombophlebitis; Inflight stockings; Varicose veins; Tourniquet effect; Vascular stasis.Introduction
Superficial thrombophlebitis is inflammation affecting
a superficial vein with the presence of a blood clot.1
The underlying pathological process can be explained
by Virchow’s triad of vascular stasis, endothelial
injury and hypercoagulability.1 Thrombophlebitis has
been reported following air travel when inflight
stockings were worn.2 This case report raises the
suspicion that stockings are an aetiological factor in
superficial thrombophlebitis in varicose veins by
causing vascular stasis and trauma due to a tourniquet
effect at the top of the stockings.Case Report
A 69-year-old lady had a thirty year history of a single
prominent varicose vein running down the lateral
aspect of her right leg. This was asymptomatic and
appeared after the birth of her first child. She took a 2 h
flight to Spain for a holiday in June, 2003 and wore
below-knee inflight compression stockings for 4 h. She
felt these stockings to be quite tight on her legs. Aftering author. Dr M. Ali, 17-New Residence, North
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these stockings on for almost 7 h as she had to wait at
the airport for the flight. The day after her return to
UK, she started feeling a burning sensation in her leg
over the existing varicose vein and also noticed some
reddening around that area, extending from just below
the knee to half way down the lateral aspect of the
right leg.
Previously, she never used inflight stockings for air
travel and had no problems with her varicose vein.
Her past medical history included arthritis in both
ankles for 18 months, with no history of deep vein
thrombosis, diabetes mellitus or ischaemic heart
disease. There was no family history of deep vein
thrombosis or hypercoagulability state.
She went to see her general practitioner and on
examination she had a tender and cord-like superficial
vein on the outer aspect of her right leg. The overlying
skin was reddish and warmer than the adjacent leg
skin. She was afebrile and her heart rate was normal.
There was no clinical evidence of deep vein
thrombosis.
She was diagnosed as having superficial throm-
bophlebitis and was advised to take rest, ibuprofen
and a 7 day course of oral penicillin. She was referred
to our outpatient clinic for further surgical opinion.
In the outpatient clinic, the patient was found to
have recovered fully and she decided not to have anyEJVES Extra 9, 22–23 (2005)
doi:10.1016/j.ejvsextra.2005.01.006, available online at http://www.sciencedirect.com onD license.
Complication of Stockings 23surgical intervention. There was no suggestion of
hypercoagulability on history or examination.Discussion
Superficial thrombophlebitis is an inflammation of a
superficial vein with the presence of a clot in the vein,
characterized by a painful and tender cord-like
superficial vein associated with redness and swelling.1
The objective of this report is to highlight superficial
thrombophlebitis in varicose veins as a possible
complication of inflight stockings.
Scurr et al. studied 231 volunteers over 50 years of
age undertaking flights of over 8 h duration from UK
and return flights within 6 weeks. Volunteers were
randomized to wear or not wear inflight compression
stockings.2 Out of 115 who wore the stockings, 45 had
varicose veins before flying, and 4 of these developed
superficial thrombophlebitis. Of the 116 without
stockings, 41 had varicose veins; none of these
developed superficial thrombophlebitis.
In this case, the patient said that the stocking was
tight on her calf. We believe this tourniquet effect led to
trauma and venous stasis and subsequently superficial
thrombophlebitis. Consequently, the wearing of
inflight compression stockings may be a rare cause of
superficial thrombophlebitis which may predispose to
deep vein thrombosis in up to 42% of cases.3
There is considerable public concern about deep
vein thrombosis occurring during flights and patients
in our outpatient clinic frequently enquire about
wearing inflight stockings. By identifying this possible
complication, we may be better able to discuss thebenefits and risks of wearing the inflight compression
stockings with our patients.
Whilst we emphasize that we remain in favour of
the use of inflight stockings during air travel, they are
not without risk. A similar patient can benefit from
duplex scanning and anticoagulant therapy in case of
deep vein involvement. This is also of value when the
patient is flying next time. We also believe that it may
be logical to recommend passengers with varicose
veins to wear full leg length stockings to prevent deep
vein thrombosis and superficial thrombophlebitis
when they fly.Conclusion
Inflight stockings may be a rare cause of superficial
thrombophlebitis in varicose veins but should be worn
for prophylaxis against deep vein thrombosis.References
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